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Purpose: This project enhanced access to and awareness of health
information resources on the part of public libraries in western
Pennsylvania.

Setting/Participants/Resources: The Health Sciences Library System
(HSLS), University of Pittsburgh, conducted a needs assessment and
offered a series of workshops to 298 public librarians.

Brief Description: The National Library of Medicine–funded project
‘‘Access to Electronic Health Information’’ at the HSLS, University of
Pittsburgh, provided Internet health information training to public
libraries and librarians in sixteen counties in western Pennsylvania.
Through this project, this academic medical center library identified the
challenges for public librarians in providing health-related reference
service, developed a training program to address those challenges, and
evaluated the impact of this training on public librarians’ ability to
provide health information.

Results/Outcome: The HSLS experience indicates academic medical
center libraries can have a positive impact on their communities by
providing health information instruction to public librarians. The
success of this project—demonstrated by the number of participants,
positive course evaluations, increased comfort level with health-related
reference questions, and increased use of MEDLINEplus and other
quality information resources—has been a catalyst for continuation of
this programming, not only for public librarians but also for the public
in general.

Evaluation Method: A training needs assessment, course evaluation,
and impact training survey were used in developing the curriculum
and evaluating the impact of this training on public librarians’
professional activities.

* Funded in part by the National Library of Medicine under a contract (#NO1-LM-6-3521) with the New York Academy of Medicine.
† Based on a presentation at the Donald A. B. Lindberg Lecture and Symposium, Center for Biomedical Informatics, University of Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania; June 28, 2002.
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Figure 1
Sixteen counties participating in public librarian training

INTRODUCTION

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,
many public libraries housed professional medical col-
lections as part of their goal of ‘‘stimulating all neigh-
borhood intellectual and scientific progress’’ [1]. With
the advent of credentialing standards for medical
schools and hospitals and the need for specially
trained medical librarians, the public library’s role in
housing professional collections diminished. Instead,
most refocused their energies on collecting medical
publications appropriate for use of the lay public [2].

This divergence of goals and populations served be-
tween public libraries and the academic medical center
libraries continues to challenge both types of libraries.
As the health care system increasingly involves pa-
tients and families in treatment decisions, the public’s
appetite for health information in print [3], and par-
ticularly on the Internet [4], is growing exponentially.
Public libraries have reported that health information
questions account for 6% to 20% of reference requests
[5]. A short survey conducted from May 18, 2000,
through June 6, 2000, at the Science and Technology
Division reference desk at the main branch of the Car-
negie Public Library in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania,
found that 17.4% of all questions asked were health
related [6].

Some academic medical center libraries also offer
services to the public, but each must maintain a bal-
ance between meeting the needs of the public and ful-
filling their obligation to serve their primary clientele
[7]. Many different models of the two types of libraries
working together have been tried over the years. Pub-
lic libraries and academic medical center libraries have
collaborated on health information networks [8], out-
reach services to rural citizens [9], Web-based infor-
mation services [10], multi-institutional reference ser-
vices [11], continuing education through a talkback
telephone teleconference [12], and a variety of other
consumer health information partnerships [13]. The
academic medical center library’s role can be one of
facilitator and partner, assisting public libraries with
health information education and training programs
for their staff.

THE ‘‘ACCESS TO ELECTRONIC HEALTH
INFORMATION FOR THE PUBLIC’’ PROJECT

In February 2000, the Health Sciences Library System
(HSLS) of the University of Pittsburgh was awarded
funding by the National Library of Medicine as one of
forty-nine projects in thirty-four states designed to im-
prove access to electronic health information for the
public. HSLS’s primary goals for this project were to:

n enhance access to health information and awareness
of health information resources for consumers in west-
ern Pennsylvania
n increase health information literacy by teaching how
to search the Internet for reliable and authoritative re-
sources

n demonstrate the role of the National Library of Med-
icine’s MEDLINEplus‡ and PubMed§ in locating
health information

The primary clientele of HSLS are the faculty, staff,
and students of the six schools of the health sciences
at the university, as well as the physicians, residents,
and staff of the nineteen hospitals of the UPMC/Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Medical Center. Though the pub-
lic is not restricted from entering the library and using
the print resources, onsite use by those unaffiliated
with the university or the health system is not en-
couraged.

To achieve the project’s goals, the HSLS approach
was to provide support and training on health infor-
mation services and resources to public librarians in
western Pennsylvania. HSLS partnered with the Alle-
gheny County (Pennsylvania) Library Association
(ACLA), a federated library system with forty-four
participating libraries in and around Pittsburgh.
ACLA also served as liaison to public libraries located
in the surrounding sixteen counties (Figure 1).

With the assistance of ACLA, an advisory group
composed of eighteen public librarians representing
146 public libraries and library systems in western
Pennsylvania was formed. The role of this advisory
group was to assist in developing a needs assessment
to determine the curriculum content and the preferred
method of delivery and schedule for training. In ad-
dition, they would help market this training initiative
to public librarians.

NEEDS ASSESSMENT

In March 2000, a needs assessment survey (Appendix
A) was sent to public libraries in the target area. The
purpose of the needs assessment was to identify the
health information training needs of public librarians.
The needs assessment asked about the types of health
questions public librarians received from their users,

‡ The MEDLINEplus Website may be viewed at http://medlineplus
.gov.
§ The PubMed Website may be viewed at http://pubmed.gov.
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the sources used to answer these questions, the librar-
ians’ use of the Internet, and the librarians’ concerns
in providing health information. Public libraries in
Pennsylvania are arranged into districts with the larg-
er public library in the district designated as the dis-
trict center library. ACLA distributed the needs as-
sessment survey to each of the district center libraries.
In turn, the district center libraries sent the survey to
the public libraries in their regions.

A total of forty-four surveys were returned. Many
were completed by more than one librarian at a par-
ticular library or represented information compiled by
an entire library system or district center. Many sur-
veys had multiple responses for each question. When
analyzing the responses, it was impossible to delineate
the number of librarians or number of respondents for
each question. Therefore, the data analyzed below
might represent group answers to some questions.

Analysis of the responses revealed that public li-
brarians handled a wide variety of health questions.
The most common type of questions focused on spe-
cific diseases, with respondents naming lupus, cancer,
reproductive disorders, osteoarthritis, diabetes, genet-
ic disorders, and Down syndrome as examples. The
second highest category of health questions related to
drugs or medications. Examples are: ‘‘What are the
side effects of lipitor?’’; ‘‘What are the latest therapies
for multiple sclerosis?’’; and ‘‘I’m not feeling well.
Could my symptoms come from the drugs I’m tak-
ing?’’ The third largest type of health questions re-
ceived by public librarians was about alternative ther-
apies and modalities, such as ‘‘What is reiki and when
should it be used?’’ or ‘‘I don’t want to take hormones.
What are the herbal remedies for menopause?’’ Ques-
tions on specific phytotherapies and vitamins were
common. Finally, many health questions fell into the
category of wellness and prevention, focusing on top-
ics such as weight loss and diets, as well as nutrition
and disease prevention.

Survey results further revealed that public librarians
had concerns about their print health collections. They
were unsure about what a basic health collection for a
public library should contain and what reference
books should be used to answer specific disease ques-
tions. They acknowledged that their print collections
were out-of-date and reported that they were often un-
able to find answers to health questions with print re-
sources on hand. When asked, ‘‘Do you feel that you
have resource limitations in answering medical ques-
tions,’’ the overwhelming majority (84%) responded
‘‘yes.’’

Public librarians also indicated that using the Inter-
net to answer health-related questions was a challenge.
Many librarians using search engines to locate health
information had concerns about the quality of the re-
trieved information. Only 12% of the responses indi-
cated use of the National Library of Medicine’s MED-
LINEplus, and 27% had used PubMed. The complexity
of medical databases also caused problems. Public li-
braries in Pennsylvania have access to resources such
as Clinical Reference Systems (patient-education ma-

terials), MICROMEDEX USP DI (drug information),
and the Health Reference Center (full-text consumer
health information) through the Pennsylvania Online
World of Electronic Resources (POWER). Survey re-
sults revealed that librarians had little understanding
of the content of these freely available databases.

Responses also indicated concern about how to pro-
vide consumer health reference. Difficulty with medi-
cal terminology was mentioned by most as their pri-
mary difficulty. One response stated that requestors
‘‘never have the correct spelling, so we [librarians]
spell the medical term or drug phonetically. We look
for information on how the drug name sounds or the
procedure is pronounced like [sic] and then determine
which medical term is the correct one.’’ Another re-
spondent reported that ‘‘a patron asked for ‘bubble
abration’—I tracked it down as balloon endometrial
ablation!’’ Many reported that questioners had limited
information, and comments such as ‘‘the doctor didn’t
explain it well’’ or ‘‘I didn’t understand what my
health provider said’’ were common.

Other responses indicated that, though many public
librarians felt unqualified or lacked confidence in deal-
ing with health questions, they also felt pressed to as-
sist individuals in interpreting and understanding in-
formation without giving the impression of offering
medical advice. Responses also indicated librarians
were sometimes uncomfortable in dealing with indi-
viduals under stress from coping with a difficult di-
agnosis or having to make a crucial health decision.

Finally, 61% of responses by public librarians re-
ported that they had limited time available to answer
medical questions. Many individuals required exten-
sive assistance from a librarian in using the Internet
to locate answers to their specific questions. Indeed, a
study in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, recently
found that the public library was an important point
of access to the Internet for individuals with low in-
comes and low educational levels and for those over
the age of sixty-five [14].

WEBSITE

Based on the results of the needs assessment, project
activities focused on development of a training curric-
ulum and a specialized Website for consumer health
information. The training would highlight how to ap-
proach and analyze health-related reference questions,
how to locate quality health information in print and
on the Internet, and how to use MEDLINEplus and
other quality Internet sites to begin searching for in-
formation.

The HSLS Health Information for the Consumer
site** (Figure 2) was introduced in July 2000. This site
was developed both as a training site and as the home
site for a patient and family library managed by HSLS
at a UPMC/University of Pittsburgh Medical Center

** The Health Sciences Library System (HSLS) Health Information for
the Consumer Website may be viewed at http://www.hsls.pitt.edu/
chi/.
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Figure 2
Health Information for the Consumer site

hospital. The Website provides an instructional ap-
proach to locating consumer health information. Each
topical area offers four to five links to high-quality
Web resources, with the first link usually to a MED-
LINEplus resource. Each page then has a didactic sec-
tion with instruction on the reasons the sites were se-
lected, information tips, and additional links and ref-
erences. This site provides a resource directory of
health and social service agencies in southwestern
Pennsylvania, as well as tools to locate or find a phy-
sician.

TRAINING

A series of three workshops was developed with the
series titled ‘‘Health Information for Public Librarians:
Understanding Medical Information and Identifying
Resources for the Southwestern Pennsylvania Com-
munity.’’ Each four-hour workshop was approved for
four Medical Library Association continuing-education
units and structured to be part of MLA’s Consumer
Health Information Specialization program.

‘‘Workshop I: Introduction to Medical Information’’
was a didactic program offered only once to a large
group of participants and served as the ‘‘theory class.’’
Various instructors discussed the consumer health ref-
erence interview, the concept of evidence-based infor-
mation, and collection development. A clinical social
worker discussed methods of dealing with individuals
under stress, and a cancer patient educator reviewed

the types of health information available to patients
from a health system.

‘‘Workshop II: Internet Resources and Databases’’
was designed as a hands-on experience in a computer
lab, with a maximum of twelve students and two li-
brarian instructors. This class format was more infor-
mal and offered the librarians an opportunity to ex-
press their particular experiences or concerns. The pri-
mary focus was on using HSLS’s Health Information
for the Consumer Website, NLM’s MEDLINEplus, and
PubMed, as well as other National Institutes of Health
consumer sites such as ClinicalTrials.gov and the Na-
tional Cancer Institute’s cancer.gov. An overview of the
medical databases on POWER was also included.

Participants learned about the different resources by
using a health information case study. This case study
follows a fictitious library patron’s increasingly com-
plex quest for health information [15]. The patron be-
gins by asking for basic information about his diag-
nosis and drug side effects. He proceeds to more com-
plicated requests for evidence-based information, as he
tries to decide among various treatment options.

‘‘Workshop III: Complementary and Alternative
Medicine (CAM) Information Resources’’ addressed
consumer interest in CAM, locations of scientific-based
CAM studies, information about the primary herbal
monographs, role of the National Center for Comple-
mentary and Alternative Medicine of the National In-
stitutes of Health, and issues surrounding quackery
and fraud.
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From November 2000 through July 2001, 298 attend-
ees participated in the workshops. Workshop I, offered
only once, had seventy-nine participants. Workshop II
was offered at seven locations in the sixteen-county
area with 112 librarians participating. Another sixty-
seven librarians attended a two-hour demonstration
version of this program that was offered three times
at varied locations. Workshop III was offered three
times to forty participants.

Class evaluations were returned by 222 participants.
The combined ratings, taken from the class evaluations
of all three workshops, indicated the following: 92%
of participants from all three workshops agreed with
the statement ‘‘I acquired knowledge and skills I can
use.’’ Overall, 75% rated the courses as ‘‘excellent’’ and
another 23% as ‘‘above average.’’ Ninety-nine percent
of participants rated the instructors as ‘‘knowledge-
able,’’ and 92% agreed that they were effective teach-
ers.

TRAINING IMPACT SURVEY

To determine the long-term impact of training on the
public librarians’ professional activities related to lo-
cating health information, a training impact survey
(Appendix B) was sent to the 112 participants of
‘‘Workshop II: Internet Resources and Databases.’’ Par-
ticipants from Workshop II were selected to receive the
survey because this workshop provided the most com-
prehensive hands-on experience. The survey was sent
three months after completion of training.

The response rate was 41%; forty-seven surveys
were returned. When asked, ‘‘After completing the
workshop, how comfortable do you feel assisting pa-
trons with medical questions?,’’ 93% of respondents
felt ‘‘comfortable’’ assisting the public with their med-
ical questions, with 7% ‘‘somewhat comfortable.’’

After the training, librarians consulted multiple re-
sources to answer health questions. Ninety-four per-
cent consulted MEDLINEplus, with 85% using it at
least monthly. About half of the public librarians (49%)
used PubMed to answer their health questions.
PubMed was used weekly by 21% and at least monthly
by 41%. Three months after training, 89% of public
librarians continued to use the HSLS Health Infor-
mation for the Consumer site. This site was used
weekly by 44%, another 33% monthly, and 23% once
every couple of months. Eighty-one percent of librar-
ians used medical reference books, 68% used circulat-
ing books, and 59% used POWER.

ONGOING ACTIVITIES

HSLS continues its partnership with the Allegheny
County Library Association to update public librarians
about health information issues. In April 2002, the
workshop ‘‘Are You Ready? Bioterrorism Resources for
the Librarian’’ was offered to this population. In fall
2002, HSLS librarians offered additional workshops
for this group.

Public librarians participating in the first series of

workshops requested that HSLS offer training directly
to their communities. HSLS faculty librarians have de-
veloped a two-hour hands-on class for the public fo-
cusing on MEDLINEplus.

HSLS librarians have also served as faculty for non-
credit courses offered to the public through the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Center for Lifetime Learning.
Workshops were offered for the first time in winter
2002 and are continuing.

The HSLS Health Information for the Consumer site
will be upgraded to reflect new initiatives and addi-
tional consumer health information. This site is a link
from the University of Pittsburgh Office of Human Re-
sources, providing easy access to health information
for the university’s community.

DISCUSSION

Providing hands-on intensive instruction in varied lo-
cations to a large number of participants from diverse
settings offered many challenges. Workshops were ini-
tially offered at the Falk Library of the Health Sciences
on the main campus of the University of Pittsburgh in
Pittsburgh. Participants at these early workshops were
primarily from public libraries within the city limits.
Librarians from outside Allegheny County were often
reluctant to travel to the city. Many found it difficult
to be away from the library for a full day, because
small libraries often rely on only one or two librarians
for coverage. Workshop instructors were able to sched-
ule training sessions in computer labs in outlying ar-
eas, including two district library centers and the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh regional campuses at Greens-
burg, Johnstown, and Titusville, Pennsylvania. Relo-
cating the training nearer to the public librarians
contributed to the success of this program.

The HSLS experience demonstrates that academic
medical center libraries can have a positive impact on
their communities by providing health information in-
struction to public librarians. The success of this pro-
ject—indicated by the number of participants, positive
course evaluations, increased comfort level with
health-related reference questions, and increased use
of MEDLINEplus and other quality information re-
sources—has been a catalyst for continuation of this
programming, not only for public librarians but also
for the public in general.

CONCLUSION

Opportunities exist for consumer and patient health
information training through partnerships between ac-
ademic medical center libraries and public libraries.
These programs could benefit health sciences librari-
ans with little public library experience as well as pub-
lic librarians with little health information or patient-
education experience. Traineeships or internships
would allow for focused education on consumer health
and patient-education issues and assist public librari-
ans in their roles as providers of consumer health in-
formation and patient education [16].
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APPENDIX A

Access to electronic consumer health information for the public

Needs assessment survey, Health Sciences Library System, University of Pittsburgh

Thank you for participating in this survey. We hope to gather information that will help us help you provide
better library services to your customers or patrons searching for health and medical information. Your input is
greatly appreciated.
1. Please indicate below the general kinds of health or medical information most frequently sought by customers
or patrons at your library: Please check all that apply.
▫ Drugs/Medications
▫ Specific disease or illness
▫ Health/wellness/prevention
▫ Health care systems or delivery
▫ Health care providers
▫ Alternative medicine
Of those above, please rank the three most frequent (e.g., 1. Drugs, 2. Health care providers, 3. Specific disease)

2. If you could estimate a percentage of health or medical questions asked primarily for student papers, home-
work, or reports, what would it be?

3. If you could estimate a percentage of health or medical questions asked over the phone (as opposed to in
person), what would it be?
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4. Which of the following sources do you consult to answer medical reference questions? Please check all that
apply.
▫ Reference books
▫ Circulating books
▫ Colleagues at your own library
▫ Websites
▫ Colleagues at other libraries
▫ Journal articles (full text via databases or in print)
▫ Other source. Please specify:
Electronic databases
▫ Health Source Plus, USP DI, or Clinical Reference Systems via EbscoHost
▫ Health Reference Center via Infotrac
▫ Alt-Health Watch
▫ MEDLINE
▫ Other electronic database. Please specify:
Of those above, please indicate the three types of sources you use most frequently (e.g., 1. reference books, 2.
Websites, 3. health reference center)

5. Have you used MEDLINE in the past year?
▫ Yes
▫ No
If yes, what mode of access have you used?
▫ PubMed
▫ Internet Grateful Med
▫ Fee-based system. Please specify:
If you have used MEDLINE, do you feel comfortable using it?
▫ Yes
▫ No
▫ Somewhat

6. Have you ever used the PubMed Web interface from the National Library of Medicine (NLM)?
▫ Yes
▫ No
▫ Don’t know

7. Have you ever used MEDLINEplus from the NLM?
▫ Yes
▫ No
▫ Don’t know

8. On a scale of 1 to 5, how would you rate your comfort level with medical terminology? (1 5 extremely
uncomfortable and 5 5 perfectly comfortable)
Is medical terminology a topic you feel you need more information about?
▫ Yes
▫ No

9. If you had to divide up 100% of your health or medical questions, about what percentage fall into the following
categories:

Quick/ready reference (0–3 minutes)
Reference answered at time of call or question at desk (4–10 minutes)
Follow-up (e.g., call back, consult colleague, more in-depth research)

100% total

10. Training on what kinds of topics would be most helpful to you in your work?

11. What are the major health or medical topics most frequently sought by customers or patrons at your library?
Please be as specific as possible.
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12. What, if anything, do you find difficult about answering medical reference questions?

Do you feel that you have time limitations in answering medical questions?
▫ Yes
▫ No
Do you feel that you have resource limitations?
▫ Yes
▫ No

13. Do you refer your patrons or customers to other libraries to answer health or medical questions?
▫ Yes
▫ No
If yes, to which library(ies) do you most often refer?

14. To help us better understand your role in serving patrons or customers, please indicate your job title:
▫ Library assistant
▫ Librarian
▫ Administrator/librarian. Please provide job title:
▫ Administrator/non-librarian. Please provide job title:
▫ Other. Please specify:

15. Please use the space below (or attach an extra sheet) to provide at least two medical or health reference
questions you or your staff members have received in the past six months. Particularly difficult questions would
be helpful.

APPENDIX B

Health information for public librarians training impact survey

1. After completing the workshops, how comfortable do you feel assisting patrons with medical questions. Please
circle one below.
Very comfortable
Comfortable
Somewhat comfortable
Uncomfortable
Very uncomfortable

2. Which of the following sources do you currently consult to answer medical reference questions? Please check
all that apply.
▫ Reference books
▫ MEDLINEplus
▫ USP DI
▫ Circulating books
▫ HSLS CHI Web page
▫ Clinical Reference System
▫ Colleagues
▫ PubMed (MEDLINE)
▫ Alt-Health Watch
▫ Health Source Plus
▫ Health Reference Center

3. Do you use MEDLINEplus from the National Library of Medicine (NLM)?
▫ Yes
▫ No
▫ Don’t Know
Where did you learn about it?
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4. If yes, how often do you use it?
▫ Several times a day
▫ Once daily
▫ 2–3 times per week
▫ One time a week
▫ Several times a month
▫ Once a month
▫ Once every couple of months
▫ Never

5. Do you ever use MEDLINE via NLM’s PubMed Web interface?
▫ Yes
▫ No
▫ Don’t know
Where did you learn about it?

6. If yes, how often do you use it?
▫ Several times a day
▫ Once daily
▫ 2–3 times per week
▫ One time a week
▫ Several times a month
▫ Once a month
▫ Once every couple of months
▫ Never

7. Do you ever use HSLS’s Health Information for the Consumer Website?
▫ Yes
▫ No
▫ Don’t know
Where did you learn about it?

8. If yes, how often do you use it?
▫ Several times a day
▫ Once daily
▫ 2–3 times per week
▫ One time a week
▫ Several times a month
▫ Once a month
▫ Once every couple of months
▫ Never


